In 1955, the government of Western Region of Nigeria introduced a free primary education programme. That scheme, which featured prominently up till 1966, suffered a major blow, following the military take-over of government in that year.
Introduction
The 1950s ushered in a revolutionary phase in the history of education in Nigeria. This period witnessed the introduction of Free Education scheme in Western Region and marked a radical departure from the hitherto existing educational patterns not only in Western Nigeria but the entire country. This pace-setting epoch, whose proposals were presented in 1952, was launched in January 1955. It was featured as a cardinal programme of the Action Group in Western Nigeria and continued to be the official policy of the Western Region government until 1966 when a military coup d'état suspended all political activities, and concomitantly, the programmes of the respective regional political parties existing then.
Although the Free Education programme commenced effectively in 1955 when it was launched, preparations for it had begun in 1952 when proposals for the scheme were tabled before the Western Region House of Assembly. This, therefore, is what informs our choice of 1952 as the take-off date in this paper. Our terminal date is 1966 because the military take-over of power in the country that year effectively stopped the scheme.
Western Nigeria-the focal point of this paper-consisted of eight provinces namely, Abeokuta, Benin, Colony (i.e. Lagos), Delta, Ibadan, Ijebu, Ondo, and Oyo. These were collectively known as the "western provinces", a term that was formally applied to the entire region in 1939 when the administration of the colony and protectorate of Southern Nigeria, created in 1906, was reorganized into two main groups of provinces-the Eastern and Western provinces respectively (Asiwaju 1980:429) . This is the area covered by the former Western, Mid-Western and parts of Lagos States respectively, and the present-day Oyo, Ogun, Ondo, Ekiti, Osun, Lagos, Edo and Delta States.
Purpose of the Study
The issue of Free Primary Education scheme in Western Nigeria is very topical. Thus, it has been a perennial theme in some academic symposia, lectures, debates, reputable journals and standard textbooks. However, there are still some salient issues concerning the scheme that have not been exhaustively and objectively discussed.
Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to investigate the issues relating to the development of the Free Primary Education scheme in the region between 1952 and 1966. This is with a view to highlighting the socio-cultural, economic, historical and political prelude to the scheme. Also, the study is to highlight the features of the scheme in terms of establishment of schools, rise in pupils' enrolment and government support for the scheme in terms of budgetary allocation. The study also examines the pitfalls of the scheme as well as its strengths.
Specifically, an attempt is made to answer the following research questions in the study:
i.
What were the features of the Free Primary Education programme in Western Nigeria? ii.
What constitute the socio-cultural, economic, historical and political prelude to the scheme? iii.
How was the scheme launched and implemented? iv.
Did the scheme face any obstacles? v.
What were/are the benefits and impact of the scheme?
Prelude to the Introduction of Free Education
It is common knowledge that the Christian Missionaries pioneered western education in Western Nigeria in particular and Nigeria in general. The missionaries' efforts were, in the course of time, complemented by the British colonial administration. By the mid-twentieth century, therefore, it could be rightly asserted that the Western form of literary education had, to some extent, been firmly rooted in Western Nigeria-thanks to the joint effort of the various Christian Missions and the colonial government. However, because of the limited objectives of the pioneers of Western Education in Nigeria, educational development in Western Nigeria as was the case in the entire country in the period before 1950 was grossly inadequate for meeting the needs of a modern state. The missions in the South were interested in education as an instrument of evangelization, while the colonial administration saw the schools as agencies for producing various categories of minor functionaries (such as clerks, junior technicians in public works, sanitary inspectors etc).
For Nigeria, the decade of the 1950s was marked by the crucial transition from colonial to independent status (Abernethy 1952:125) . In 1951, the country adopted a Federal Constitution named after its author-Sir John Macpherson. Through its provisions, the regional Houses of Assembly ceased to be potent advisory bodies for which they had been noted since their formation in 1946. Henceforth, the new constitution provided for democratic election to the regional Houses of Assembly. But, more importantly, the legislature of each region was empowered to make laws for peace, order and good government of the region, with respect to certain enumerated subjects, of which education was one (Macpherson Constitution 1951; Section 92) . With this new development, therefore, responsibility for education devolved on the governments of the regions. Consequently, ministries of education were created in each of the Regions of Nigeria, and were responsible for education in their respective regions, while the Federal Ministry of Education was in charge of Education in the Federal Territory of Lagos.
The Action Group Party led by Chief Obafemi Awolowo, won the first election to the Western House of Assembly in 1952. In his first budget speech, Chief Awolowo (who functioned then as the Regional Minister for Local Government and as well the unofficial Leader of Government Business) made it clear to the members of the House that his government would give top priority to education, among other things, as far as that budget would allow. He spelt this out as a basic principle by which his party was to be guided. "As he stressed in later years, "as far as possible, expenditure on services which tend to the welfare and health and education of the people should be increased at the expense of any expenditure that does not answer to the same test" (Awolowo 1960:263) .
In July of the same year (1952), the Minister of Education for the Western Region, Chief S. O. Awokoya, presented a comprehensive set of proposals calling for a free, universal and compulsory education otherwise known as the Universal Primary Education (U.P.E.) for the Western Region by January 1955 (Awokoya'a Proposal 1952) . To make such a programme possible without lowering standards drastically, the minister included in his proposal a massive teacher-training programme, the expansion of teacher training facilities and secondary schools, the introduction of secondary technical education and Secondary Modern school (Western House of Assembly Debates: 30 July 1952). This was the prelude to the birth of what Babs Fafunwa (1974:168) has described as "the boldest and perhaps the most unprecedented educational scheme in Africa South of the Sahara" as an ample demonstration of the Western Regional government's whole-hearted commitment to the vital interest of her subjects.
The Launching and Implementation of the Scheme
With the introduction of Awokoya's proposal, the Western Nigerian government began to make a series of preparations from July 1952 to December 1954 to meet the January 1955 deadline. Among other measures, there was a massive teacher-training programme put in place to complement the existing one. Similarly, facilities for secondary schools were expanded while the pre-1955 period also witnessed the introduction of secondary technical education and secondary modern schools.
As planned by the government, the Free Education scheme was formally introduced on 17 January, 1955. "The launching of this scheme", says Fajana (1978:238) , "was a milestone in the educational history of Nigeria." A remarkable feature of the educational reform of this era was the rapid numerical growth of schools at all levels-primary, secondary (modern and grammar) as well as tertiary. Teacher training institutions were equally expanded, all with the aim of translating the proposal of the government into reality.
The greatest expansion of this period was at the primary school level. Thus, the number of primary schools rose from 3,550 in 1952 to 6,274 by the end of 1954 (Taiwo 1978:116) . By 1955, the figure had risen to 6,407 (see Table 1 ). By the end of 1958, the number of primary schools had risen as high as 6,670. The general trend of expansion of primary and post-primary schools is well illustrated in Table 1 below (Ajayi 1984:48) .
Even though the real intention of the government was to provide free primary education for all eligible pupils, the tables above show that the development of the scheme was not limited to this level of education. In practical terms, primary education was not developed in isolation. It was viewed as a means to an end and not as an end in itself. Thus, other levels of education were seen as part and parcel of the whole scheme. As one is handicapped by space limitation in this paper, the reader who may be interested in the overall development of the scheme especially as it affects these other levels would benefit from the comprehensive analysis by this writer in an earlier work (Ajayi 1984) .
Be that as it may, one of the most significant features of the era was the rapid growth in school population at all levels. In 1952 when Awokoya presented his historic proposal before the Western House of Assembly, the number of children at school in the region then was 381,000. The total number of children of school age by then was estimated at 1,146,000 (Awokoya 1952: 17) . Going by that estimate, the number of children not at school, therefore, was about 765,000 or 66.75 per cent of children of school age.
During the first six years of Free Universal Primary Education, there were increases in both boys' and girls' enrolment. This was to be expected though not to the extent to which it did occur. In the 1954 school year, 456,600 pupils were attending primary schools in Western Nigeria but when the scheme was launched in 1955 January, 811,432 children turned up (see Table 3 ), making an increase of 354, 832 over the figure of the enrolment for the previous year. These figures represented a jump from 35 per cent to 63 percent of the 5-14 year-old (Fafunwa 1974:168) . The same table (3) shows that by 1958, over one million children were enrolled. 
Source:
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from Western Nigeria Annual Abstract of Education Statistics 1954-66 (Ibadan, Ministry of Economic Planning and Community Development, Statistics Division)
The greater increase of girls over boys could be explained by the fact that the introduction of free primary education must have changed the attitude of parents towards the education of girls. Hitherto, it used to be argued that the place of the woman was in the home and that any scholastic training was going to be "wasted" eventually in the kitchen. With the new wind of change and the concomitant change in perception, therefore, the proportion changed from 5 boys to 1 girl in 1954 to about 5 boys to 2 girls in 1955. The number of girls in school more than doubled between these two years (1954 and 1955) as could be seen in Table 3 . This new development could be explained in terms of the fact that parents did not have to spend money on school fees, and therefore felt that they had nothing to lose by sending their female children to school.
Be that as it may, 1961-66 shows, in contrast to the preceding phase, that there was a decrease in the enrolment of boys and a greatly reduced increase in the case of the girls. Here it should be noted that the previous 1955-60 period was the first complete school generation under the policy of free primary education. Consequently, as one might expect, the number of school leavers coming out of school from 1960-66 was bound to be in excess of job opportunities available for children with only a primary school education. This produced a trend in which parents were tending not to send their children to school but to keep them on the farm as part of the family labour. Another possible cause for the decrease could be explained in terms of the government's policy of merger of schools in 1962 due to enrolment wastage and other logistic problems, details of which are highlighted in Ajayi (1984: 112-132) .
Regional Budgetary Allocation and Government Expenditure on Education
Between 1954 and 1966, education attracted the largest share of the Western Region's recurrent budget, having varied between 28.9 per cent and 41.2 per cent during the period (Table 4 ). In the 1958-59 financial year, for instance, 41.2 percent of the total recurrent budget was devoted to education alone. This, undoubtedly, represented one of the highest proportional expenditures on education, the world over. That was an ample demonstration of the great importance that the regional government placed on education. However, the fact should equally not be ignored that the more money spent on education, the less there was for the sectors that could provide employment and other services. 2 1962-63 8,891,921 24,948,913 35.6 1963-64 6,206,949 18,191,071 34.1 *1964-65 6,554,640 16,946,310 38.6 *1965-66 7,048,530 19,861,290 35.4 *Government Approved Estimated Expenditure. Nigeria 1955 -65 (Pilot Project for Rural Employment Promotion (International Labour Office Mission, Ibadan, Western Nigeria, October 1965 The lion share of the budget for education at that time went to primary education alone. Table 5 shows the huge percentage that primary education alone consumed from the total government grants to educational institutions. The percentage varied from 52 in 1955 to 84 in 1960 after which it never went below 74 per cent. In the 1955 school year alone, £2.14 million was spent on the construction of primary school buildings, and between 1954 and 1958 about #5 million was spent for this same purpose (Annual Report 1954-55 :24) Statistics, 1955-66 (Ibadan: Government Printer) .
Source: Some Trends in Education in the Western Region of

Conclusion
Examining an educational system in order to appraise its contribution to social development entails a system analysis of education itself. Education is not just an end in itself but a means to an end. There is the universal acceptance of education as a form of investment in human beings which yields economic benefits or returns and "contributes to a nation's future wealth and development by increasing the productive and consumptive capacity of its citizens" (Nwagwu 1976:111) . Viewed in this way, all expenditures on education can, to a great extent, be justified in terms of the potential contribution of education to economic growth and overall national development. In a nutshell, therefore, the Free Primary Education scheme in Western Nigeria in the period [1952] [1953] [1954] [1955] [1956] [1957] [1958] [1959] [1960] [1961] [1962] [1963] [1964] [1965] [1966] should be seen as a form of social and economic investment, the benefits of which seem to justify the enormous sums of money spent on it. Some of these benefits are discussed below.
Commenting on the education venture of the Western Regional Government during the 1950s, Richard Sklar (1963:419) remarked: "Possibly no single decision of the decade prior to independence had been more fateful for the development of the political economy of Nigeria". The scheme was indeed an epoch-making event, which quantitatively represents a very impressive achievement. With over 50 percent of children between the ages of six and twelve years as beneficiaries, the region took a big stride towards the goal of universal primary education. The phenomenal increase in primary school enrolments throughout the entire duration of the scheme, no doubt, brought positive advantages. Among other things, it provided a wider base from which the secondary schools, trade schools and teacher training colleges drew their new entrants. This in turn quickened the pace of the development of middle-level manpower. The institutions of higher education also benefited. So did the labour market and the economy. On the basis of the above, it follows that a growing proportion of the population of Western Nigeria was likely to make better materials for modernization.
An equally significant development associated with free primary education was the inculcation in parents, of the need for female education and the concomitant higher proportion of girls who benefited from the scheme. Thus, the era broke the myth and indifference towards female education (Ajayi 1984:149) . Throughout the era, there was a phenomenal increase in the number of girls being educated in schools. In contrast to 1954 when one out of five pupils in primary school was a girl, for example, by 1966, almost two out of five were girls. These figures are indicative of a more enlightened attitude to the education of women, which was bound to pay off in terms of nation-building in the medium and long run. In educating more girls, a larger pool of talent and potential manpower was obviously tapped. The investment in the education of increasing numbers of future mothers has paid rich dividends. Today, most of the beneficiaries are parents who have had an improved basis on which to evaluate the education their children receive.
Although the Free Primary Education scheme was not without certain inherent problems and adverse consequences, such as high wastage rate, falling standards (arising largely from inadequate number of teachers as well as automatic promotion of pupils to the next class), unemployment and the like, these should be viewed as natural consequences of any ambitious and revolutionary programme such as free primary education.
On a final note, there is no gainsaying the fact that the Free Primary Education scheme in Western Nigeria made a considerably remarkable impact and left an indelible imprint in the history of education in Western Nigeria and the country as a whole, an example which, to some extent, was followed in 1976 by the federal government of Nigeria.
